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When I first stepped foot in Colombia, I found myself
surrounded by a different culture, different food, and a different
language, but what I found in Colombia was the universality of
the human experience, and the importance of community health.
I came face to face with it at the two children’s hospitals we
visited.  Oddly  enough,  it  was  the  parents,  rather  than  the
children, that caught my attention. One baby, attached to feeding
tubes and ventilators, giggled happily with a nurse.
Other children, blissfully ignorant to the worries of their parents,
ran around the clinic joyfully, sometimes bumping into our large
group of students, pushing, laughing and playing. The parents
looked on, meeting us with smiles that didn’t reach their eyes.
In a single moment I could read the worry in their eyes, the
sleepless nights, the tears and self-blame. I realized that what
caught my attention about these parents were the familiarity that
I felt. They no longer seemed like strangers, but like my own
parents. In 2009, my youngest brother began showing the first
signs of a developmental disability. He was three and though he
said a few words, he couldn’t make sentences.
His condition deteriorated until he could no longer walk or talk.
But like the children that I had seen running around the hospital,
he responded to life joyfully, blissfully ignorant of the worries
that plagued the adults’ minds. What I saw in the eyes of those
parents were not new to me. I had been familiar with those eyes
for the past seven years.
They held their children close, fiery like lionesses protecting
their cubs, but also with the sadness and tiredness of a parent
who knows that the only thing they can do for their child is
entrust them to the doctors and pray for the best. We spoke to a
couple who brought their baby of a few months into the hospital
for breathing problems and had waited the whole night to see a
doctor. I couldn’t begin to imagine what kinds of things had
gone through their heads as they waited.
At Instituto para Niños Ciegos y Sordos, we learned that part of
the mission of the institute was to educate all parents, especially
because most of the cases of blindness in children could have
been prevented if the parents and facilities surrounding the
children had been adequately educated. The children from the
school sang three songs for us, and as I watched them, I couldn’t
help but compare them to my youngest brother and wonder how
the parents must feel, knowing that in some of the cases, the
illness could have been prevented.
I would remember these parents later as we listened to a
presentation  given  by  a  t’wala,  the  traditional  doctor  of  a
Colombian indigenous community. He spoke to us about
practices and rituals that  he carried out and how they sought to
maintain the health of the community. What really struck me
was the idea that if an individual was sick, treatment was given
not only to them but the people around them as well.
The t’wala’s statement acknowledged three very important
things. Firstly, families may be the source of illness, which was
the case for some of the children at Instituto para Niños Ciegos
y Sordos. Secondly, sickness in an individual, especially in a
child, affected the people around them. This was apparent in the
empty smiles of the parents at the children’s hospital. Thirdly,
his statement acknowledged that everyone around the patient
need to be treated as well.
It made sense. Families play a large role in the health and
sickness of an individual and are affected largely as well, so it is
only  natural  that  when  we  as  doctors  seek  to  remedy  an
individual, that we should extend our treatment to the family as
well.
My experience in Colombia reminded me of the true
overarching mission of healthcare, which can easily be forgotten
as we sift through symptoms. That mission is the health of the
whole community, not just individuals. Just as the health of any
organ in the human body depends on the health and cooperation
of the other organs, the health of an individual depends on the
health of those around him or her.
If  we  want  to  effective  physicians  and  better  the  health  of
individuals, we have to cultivate community health. This way
we are not just treating sick people, but we are also treating the
environment  which  makes  them  sick,  and  we  are  also  treating
the people around them, like parents, who are affected
physically and emotionally by their sickness.
